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ultimate notion which cannot be fully explained in terms of
the laws that govern the physical world.
There are those, of course, who believe that a living organ-
ism is nothing more than a very cunningly devised physico-
chemical machine. Much has been discovered concerning the
wonderful way in which the bodies of living creatures obey
physical and chemical laws; and the mechanists believe that,
if our knowledge were complete, we should find that all the
phenomena of behaviour could be explained in terms of physics
ano^ chemistry. It is their hope and ambition to synthesize a
living organism in their laboratories. At present they would
state, as an article of faith, that the action of the bird, in our
example, differs only in degree of complexity from that of the
ball; that the autonomy of the bird is only a delusion; that
every time it acts as it does because it must. The science of
behaviour, then, would become a branch of physical science;
psychology and physiology would become identical.
The great philosopher Descartes saw no reason for assuming
that an animal is anything more than a machine of great com-
plexity; but he would not regard man as a mere machine,
since he could not ignore that inner experience which told him
that he himself had a soul. Some of his followers, however,
did not hesitate to apply the mechanist doctrine to man him-
self, and we have their successors with us to-day. But they
have not proved their case; their belief is an hypothesis that has
not been verified, and many nowadays seem inclined to aban-
don it. There is an ever-accumulating amount of evidence
that the behaviour of even the most lowly organism cannot be
explained on mechanical principles; that the simplest living
thing is more than a machine; that its reactions are not
entirely caused by antecedent circumstances; that it can vary
its responses, and does so in a way that will further its own well-
being and that of the race to which it belongs.
The hypothesis here laid down amounts to saying that the
mechanists are wrong in their main assumption. Rather must
the psychologist accept the main tenet of the various vitalist
schools, that there is a fundamental difference between a
machine and a living being. We can express this difference